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Abstract 
Ashley Lauren Laws: Disaster Planning for Families 
 (Under the direction of Dr. Dana Rice) 
 
 
Since 2007, 80% of Americans have experienced a weather-related disaster but only 39% of 
Americans have a disaster plan (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA], 2015). 
These statistics showcase a lack of public health preparedness at the individual level that needs 
to be addressed by local public health leaders. Public health preparedness is the responsibility of 
not only the community itself but also the individuals within the community. An increase in 
prepared and resilient individuals of the community will limit undue burdens on the limited 
number of resources available for response to disasters. Local public health leaders play a vital 
role in supporting the communities’ disaster response system. Americans rely on their 
relationship with local public health leaders instead of FEMA officials when facing a disaster 
(Sadiq, Tharp, & Graham, 2016). In this paper, the North Carolina Department of Health and 
Human Services (NCDHHS) Family Disaster Plan (NCDHHS, 2007), the National Disaster 
Education Coalition Family Disaster Plan (National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.), the 
FEMA Family Emergency Planning Guide (FEMA, 2011), the American Red Cross Family 
Disaster Plan (American Red Cross, n.d.), Preparedness Month, Ready Wrigley, and Zombie 
Preparedness (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018b) were compared to the 
CDC personal preparedness domains and components for public health impact and feasibility. 
This paper analyzes current family disaster guides, plans, and initiatives and provides 
recommendations for local public health leaders to create an inclusive family disaster planning 
initiative to address public health preparedness and resiliency at the individual level.    
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Disaster Planning for Families 
Public health preparedness is the ability of the public health system to respond to public 
health emergencies. Public health preparedness protects both individual and community health 
and wellbeing by ensuring the right resources and people are in the right place when a disaster 
occurs (Gatewood, 2016). Public health preparedness also requires continual improvement and 
engaged participants at all levels (CDC, 2018a). Additionally, public health officials ensure that 
communities are adequately prepared to support an efficient and effective response to a disaster 
(Department of Homeland Security [DHS], 2007).  However, a systems-level examination of 
disaster response at the individual, community, and local government levels revealed that 
individuals are less prepared for disaster response. The Federal Emergency Management Agency 
found that ~60% of Americans were not prepared for a major disaster and had not practiced what 
to in a disaster (FEMA, 2015).  
Family disaster planning is an essential component of public health preparedness. 
However, only 40% of American adults have practiced what to do in a disaster (FEMA, 2015). 
The likelihood of a family experiencing a disaster is probable because since 2007, 80% of 
Americans have experienced a weather-related disaster (FEMA, 2015). When a disaster occurs, 
61% will not have an emergency plan to follow or guide them (FEMA, 2015). The lack of family 
disaster planning within communities is of local concern because responses to emergencies are 
organized and directed at the local level (CDC, 2018a). 
Individuals tend to rely on the community and local government for public health 
preparedness over relying on FEMA (Sadiq et al. 2016). Individuals may burden community 
resources in times of emergency due to preexisting beliefs, such as thinking it will never happen 
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to them, lack of self-efficacy, and lack of trust in their public health leaders (Savoia, Lin, & 
Viswanath, 2013). While it is public health organizations’ role to help community members 
following disasters, individuals need to limit any potential undue burdens as resources are 
limited. Public health preparedness should be the responsibility of all community members. 
Increased individual community member resiliency will create increased community resiliency 
to disasters (CDC, 2019a). As knowledge in family disaster planning increases, improved health 
outcomes will be realized and fewer resources might be needed to respond to disasters.  
This paper assesses multiple family disaster response plans and social marketing 
campaigns using the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s policy analysis framework 
(CDC, 2013) to identify the essential components needed to increase awareness and engagement 
with family disaster planning activities. Public health leaders can use these recommendations to 
model an effective public health family disaster preparedness initiative to improve community 
preparedness and resiliency for disasters.  
Background 
Public health preparedness has evolved since the 19th century, when it was associated 
with vaccines and disease prevention including pandemic response. Initially, public health 
preparedness focused on providing federal financial assistance for local disaster recovery 
(FEMA, 2017). In the early 1970s, the federal government completed an assessment of the 
emergency management system, prompted by the discussion of disaster relief fund appropriation. 
The assessment discovered that over 100 federal agencies were involved in a broad range of 
potential disaster management and activities (FEMA, 2017).  Many agencies had overlapping 
roles and responsibilities, which resulted in confusion and hindered disaster responses at all 
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levels of response: local, state, and federal. The assessment resulted in the consolidation of the 
functions and organizations for emergency management into the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA, 2017). Though FEMA has struggled with its focus since its 
inception in 1978, it is the leading organization for emergency management, including disaster 
preparedness and response, in the country (FEMA, 2017). 
The importance of emergency preparedness and the role of FEMA in the nation’s modern 
preparedness and response activities were not fully recognized until the September 11th, 2001 
terrorist attacks. September 11th, 2001 was the worst international terrorist attack to date with 
more than 3000 deaths (U.S. Department of State, n.d.). This attack involved four airplane 
hijackings; two airplanes hit the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York, one of 
the hijacked planes crashed into a field in Stony Creek Township, Pennsylvania, and the fourth 
hijacked plane crashed into the Pentagon (U.S. Department of State, n.d.). With multiple 
emergency locations, the strength of FEMA’s emergency response system was tested. The 
emergency response system proved rapid and effective, as FEMA provided over 100 medical and 
veterinary personnel and more than 700 FEMA operations personnel in fewer than five days’ 
time not including the number of first responders, fire fighters, and police who were rapidly 
deployed (FEMA, 2001). The ability of responders to rapidly activate to respond to the 
September 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks demonstrates the importance of emergency management 
and highlights how an effective preparedness plan can save lives, rapidly restore essential 
services, and protect property (Commonwealth of Virginia, 2015). 
FEMA is supported through its disaster preparedness by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC). The CDC’s Public Health Emergency Preparedness (PHEP) program 
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prepares state and local public health officials and organizations to support FEMA through 
guidance, technical assistance, and evaluation (CDC, 2018a). Over the last 17 years, the PHEP 
program has assisted 62 state, local, and territorial public health departments to better prepare 
them for disasters. The PHEP program focuses on six main areas of preparedness: community 
resilience, incident management, information management, countermeasures and mitigation, 
surge management, and biosurveillance (CDC, 2018a). Community resilience is the ability of 
community members to work together, adapt to, withstand, and recover from public health 
emergencies (CDC, 2019a). Individual disaster preparedness is a vital portion of community 
resilience. The more resilient the members of the community are, the more resilient the whole 
community is.  
The CDC’s Center for Preparedness and Response offers guidance on ways to increase 
individual resiliency (CDC, 2019b).  The Personal Health Preparedness section recommends 
individuals review their personal needs, prescriptions, paperwork, power sources, and practical 
skills. The personal needs section details necessary supplies, provisions, and equipment needed 
to survive at least 72 hours (CDC, 2019b). The prescriptions section details the need for a 7-10 
day supply of prescription medications, current list of prescriptions and dosage, and additional 
over-the-counter medications individuals should include in their disaster supply kit (CDC, 
2019b). The paperwork section details paperwork needed for a family disaster plan, including 
medical documents and advance directives, personal identification items, a current care plan for 
children, and any medical device information (CDC, 2019b). The power sources section details 
the importance of having secondary power sources ranging from flashlights to a generator (CDC, 
2019b). The practical skills section highlights skills that the CDC recognizes as important to 
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protecting health especially during a disaster, including washing your hands, how to safely use a 
portable generator, how to perform seizure first aid, and how to cope with a disaster (CDC, 
2019b).  
Every disaster modifies a community’s emergency preparedness plan. New York City 
altered their plans after Hurricane Katrina impacted New Orleans in 2005. As a result of the 
post-Hurricane Katrina plans, New York hospitals had transportation equipment to evacuate 
patients, a more detailed emergency plan, and backup generators in better positions (Powell, 
Hanfling, & Gostin, 2012) when Hurricane Sandy hit landfall in New York on October 30, 2012. 
The state and local response to the hurricane highlighted strengths and weaknesses of the 
preparedness plans, including the emergency operations plan. A post-Hurricane Sandy analysis 
resulted in recognizing a loss of communication infrastructure, lack of recognition of fragile 
populations, and the failure of public health authorities to coordinate strategic decisions, such as 
whether to shelter-in-place or evacuate fragile populations (Powell et al., 2012).   
Preparedness Guide and Plan Descriptions 
 Four disaster guides and three CDC preparedness campaigns were examined to identify 
the essential components needed to increase awareness and engagement with family disaster 
planning activities and identify potential resources for a comprehensive family disaster planning 
initiative. The plans and campaigns include: the North Carolina Department of Health and 
Human Services (NCDHHS) Family Disaster Plan (NCDHHS, 2007), the National Disaster 
Education Coalition Family Disaster Plan (National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.), the 
FEMA Family Emergency Planning Guide (FEMA, 2011), the American Red Cross Family 
Disaster Plan (American Red Cross, n.d.), the Preparedness Month campaign, the Ready Wrigley 
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campaign, and the Zombie Preparedness campaign (CDC, 2018b). The CDC’s Personal Health 
Preparedness five domains serve as the standard for comparison because their recommendations 
are noted as best practices for preparing individuals for disasters (CDC, 2019b). Table 1, 
included below, displays a side-by-side comparison of the several family disaster guides and 
campaigns and the various components and descriptions they include under the CDC’s five 
domains.  
NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan 
 The NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan provides families with a disaster preparedness 
template and had the most comprehensive family information included in its template. 
(NCDHHS, 2007). In addition to the template, the plan provides utility control information, a 
disaster supply kit checklist, and a list of other disaster preparedness resources. The intent of the 
plan is to provide families with a variety of information and contacts in one place and prepare 
them for  
National Disaster Education Coalition Family Plan 
The National Disaster Education Coalition Family Plan was developed by the American 
Red Cross, FEMA, the International Association of Emergency Managers (IAEM), the Insurance 
Institute for Business & Home Safety (IBHS), the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), 
the National Weather Service (NWS), United States Department of Agriculture/ Cooperative 
State Research, Education, and Extension Service (USDA/CSREES), and the United States 
Geological Survey (USGS) (National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.). This document 
provides guidelines for families to create their own disaster plans in four steps without providing 
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a restrictive template. This plan assists families through disaster preparedness and response 
discussions (National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.). 
FEMA Family Emergency Planning Guide 
The FEMA Family Emergency Planning Guide offers an overview of preparedness and 
disaster response and does not solely focus on a family’s disaster plan. This comprehensive 
guide shows families how to create a disaster supply kit and outlines a 4-step preparedness plan, 
while considering a family’s needs and determining when to evacuate. FEMA Family Planning 
Guide provides the most information on family disaster response. It provides not just a template 
but also information on a families’ whole disaster response (FEMA, 2011). 
American Red Cross Family Disaster Plan 
The American Red Cross Family Disaster Plan is a plan that assists families with 
beginning the discussion on their preparedness and response to disasters (American Red Cross, 
n.d.). The Plan of Action is a ten-step discussion guide for families on potential disasters and 
their responses and communication plans. The Plan of Action includes a family member 
responsibility chart which assigns certain disaster response tasks to family members (American 
Red Cross, n.d.).  
Preparedness Month  
 Preparedness Month is a CDC September campaign that jointly works with over 3,000 
governments to help support Americans in their public health preparedness efforts (CDC, 
2018b). Preparedness Month focuses on a different topic each week. Week 1 focuses on personal 
health preparedness, also known as family disaster preparedness. Weeks 2, 3, and 4 focus on 
pandemic planning, policy partnerships, and public health response (CDC, 2018b). The 
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Preparedness Month provides local public health leaders with a time period of additional support 
for a family disaster preparedness initiative (CDC, 2018b). 
Ready Wrigley! 
 The CDC developed Ready Wrigley books to prepare families for a variety of disasters 
such as hurricanes, winter weather, and flu seasons. Ready Wrigley is a cartoon dog that helps 
families prepare children for emergencies on a level that they will understand (CDC, 2018b).  
The Ready Wrigley campaign also includes a family communication plan, emergency kit 
checklist, pet emergency kit checklist, a backpack emergency card, and an interactive Ready 
Wrigley App (CDC, 2018b).  
Zombie Preparedness 
 The CDC developed the Zombie Preparedness Campaign as an entertaining way to 
introduce personal emergency preparedness (CDC, 2018b). The campaign engages a wide 
variety of audiences on personal emergency planning by preparing them for ‘zombies’. The 
Zombie Preparedness Products include a zombie preparedness blog, zombie preparedness tools 
for educators, a zombie preparedness poster, and a zombie preparedness graphic novel (CDC, 
2018b). The zombie preparedness tools for educators include interactive games, a kit checklist, 
backpack plan, and background information (CDC, 2018b)  
Analysis  
The analysis was completed through the comparison of the plans and campaigns using 
CDC’s Personal Health Preparedness domains as the standard for comparison: (a) personal 
needs: disaster supply checklist; (b) prescriptions: medical information and 
situations/assumptions (special family needs); (c) paperwork: insurance information, contacts 
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(local and out-of-town), and pet information; (d) power sources: power sources and information; 
and (e) practical skills (CDC, 2019b). The CDC’s policy analytical framework was used to 
evaluate the family disaster plans’ public health impact and feasibility (CDC, 2013). 
Table 1 
 Comparison of Disaster Family Planning Guides and Campaigns  
Descriptions and 
Key Topics 
(CDC, 2019b) 
NCDHHS 
Family 
Disaster 
Plan 
National 
Disaster 
Education 
Coalition 
Family Plan 
FEMA 
Family 
Emergency 
Planning 
Guide 
American 
Red Cross 
Template 
Prepared-
ness 
Month 
Ready 
Wrigley! 
Zombie 
Prepared-
ness 
Document Length 
(in pages) 16 13 25 3 
Not 
applicable 
Not 
applicable 
Not 
applicable 
Template Plan yes no yes yes no yes no 
Background 
Information no yes yes no yes yes 
yes 
Record of 
Changes yes no yes no no no 
no 
Table of Contents yes no 
yes, for the 
guide itself 
not the plan 
no no no no 
Local Contacts yes yes yes yes no yes no 
Out-of-Town 
Contacts yes yes yes yes no yes 
no 
Medical 
Information yes no yes no no yes 
no 
Pet Information yes no yes yes no yes no 
Situations/Assum
ptions (Including: 
Special Family 
Needs) 
yes yes yes yes no yes no 
Disaster Supply 
Checklist yes no yes no no yes 
yes 
Power Sources 
and Information yes yes no no no no 
no 
Insurance 
Information yes no no no no no 
no 
Practical Skills no yes no no no no yes 
Plan of Action yes no no yes no yes no 
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Organization and 
Assignment of 
Responsibilities 
no no no yes no no no 
Additional 
Resources yes yes yes yes yes yes 
yes 
 
Public Health Impact 
Public health impact was determined by whether a plan or initiative directly addresses the 
lack of family disaster plans and is able to provide the most families with a comprehensive and 
up-to-date family disaster plan (CDC, 2013).  The CDC guidelines define “magnitude” and 
“reach” as measures of public health impacts. The public health impact of the four plans is 
specific to the level of preparedness and resiliency it instills (magnitude), meaning the extent the 
plan or campaign prepared families for a variety of disasters (reach).  Does the plan focus on 
preparing, responding and the recovery of a disaster? Does it include space for families to detail 
functions specific to them?  
While each plan or guide prepares families for a disaster, the NCDHHS Family Disaster 
Plan, FEMA Emergency Planning Guide, and the American Red Cross Template Disaster Plan 
have disaster plan templates which directly meet the need for disaster preparedness at the 
individual level. By including a template, they provided a space for families to detail their family 
disaster plan without having to struggle with creating a plan from nothing. These plans included 
local and out-of-town contacts, pet information, situations/assumptions including special family 
needs, and provided families with additional resources. The Ready Wrigley, focused on 
preparing children on a level they will understand, directly meets the need for disaster 
preparedness at the individual level for families with young children. The NCHHS Family 
Disaster Plan and FEMA Emergency Planning Guide are adaptable to a variety of types of 
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families as their template plates include sections for medical conditions family members may 
need to address, and the needs of pets they may have pets [Table 1] (FEMA, 2011; NCDHHS, 
2007). This is important because 56% of families own pets (American Veterinary Medical 
Association [AVMA], 2012), and 12.6% of families face debilitating medical conditions (Kraus, 
2017). The Zombie Preparedness campaign provides public health educators with interactive 
tools to educate community members on the importance of emergency preparedness (CDC, 
2018b).  
The National Disaster Education Coalition Family Disaster Plan, the American Red Cross 
Family Disaster Plan, and the FEMA Family Disaster Planning Guide are lacking in sufficient 
detail for the information needed for a comprehensive family disaster plan [Table 1]. The 
National Disaster Education Coalition Family Disaster Plan did not include a template (National 
Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.). The FEMA Family Disaster Planning Guide was a one-page 
template plan that included meeting places, limited household member information, family 
work/school locations, and a chart with an unclear use (FEMA, 2011). The American Red Cross 
disaster plan provides family guidance through disaster planning with a clear progression 
throughout the template (American Red Cross, n.d.). However, it neglects to address medical 
needs and potential utility issues that may arise during a disaster due to the lack of space for such 
information. Both are major issues the CDC recommends families include in their disaster 
preparedness plan because, as stated above, many families have medical conditions and many 
disasters cause utility disturbances (FEMA, 2011).  
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Feasibility  
Feasibility refers to how easily a family can enact a family disaster plan. The NCDHHS 
and American Red Cross Family Disaster Plans provide space to record information that may be 
needed during a multitude of disasters [Table 1] (American Red Cross, n.d.; NCDHHS, 2007). 
These plans do not hide their templates behind additional background information on family 
disaster planning. Ready Wrigley also provides a family disaster template; however, the Ready 
Wrigley is focused on preparing the children of the community. The National Disaster Education 
Coalition Family Disaster Plan and the FEMA Family Disaster Planning Guide provided 
information that cluttered the template which was evident by the length of the document [Table 
1] (National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.). While the guides provide copious information, 
the amount of information could be a burden for families trying to enact a disaster plan.  
The National Disaster Education Coalition Family Disaster Plan and Zombie Preparedness 
campaign provide information on creating a disaster plan but did not include a template, making 
them less direct [Table 1] (CDC, 2018b; National Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.) and 
requiring more thought and input which can be time-consuming for families. It is also important 
to note that this plan and campaign relies on families choosing what to include in their family 
disaster plan which could result in inconsistent preparedness across families. While the Zombie 
Preparedness campaign brings attention to the topic of preparedness, it does not specifically 
prepare families at an individual level. Instead the Zombie Preparedness campaign provides to 
tools to engage audiences in preparedness discussions.  
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Policy Recommendations 
There are pros and cons of each plan and initiative which will result in policy 
recommendations. The NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan provides a template with most CDC-
recommended domains and components but does not include any background information on the 
family disaster planning (NCDHHS, 2007). The National Disaster Education Coalition Family 
Plan provides a template but does not include many sections that would make it adaptability to a 
variety of families and therefore result in a low reach compared to the NCDHHS plan (National 
Disaster Education Coalition, n.d.). The FEMA Family Emergency Planning Guide encompasses 
many of CDC-recommended domains but does not provide a detailed template (FEMA, 2011). 
The American Red Cross Template includes few of the CDC recommended domains but has a 
high feasibility based on the ease of use of the template (American Red Cross, n.d.). 
Preparedness Month is not a family disaster plan, nor does it include a plan template. 
Preparedness Month is a broad preparedness initiative with a wider focus than just public health 
preparedness at the individual level as evident by the weeks’ topics (CDC, 2018b). The Ready 
Wrigley campaign does include multiple CDC-recommended domains, but it is geared towards 
children and not all individuals of the community (CDC, 2018b). The Zombie Preparedness 
campaign includes few of the CDC recommended domains, but provides entertaining and 
interactive tools for education of individuals about family disaster planning (CDC, 2018b). 
 The combined use of the FEMA Planning Guide, the NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan, 
and Ready Wrigley campaign are recommended to be used by community public health officials 
to create a public health family disaster preparedness initiative and assist their community’s 
members to be prepared for disasters and resilient. The FEMA Planning Guide should be used by 
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public health departments to create a program to teach disaster planning to individuals in the 
community. FEMA, the nation’s source for preparedness and disaster response, created the 
planning guide and it is already a trusted source of information for all-inclusive disaster 
preparation and response. This is important because it will give community public health 
officials a platform from which to build their initiative.  
The NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan and Ready Wrigley campaign should be used by 
community public health officials as a template for families to create a disaster plan specific to 
them and their children. Based on the policy analysis, the NCDHHS will have the most impact 
and has a high level of feasibility, while the Ready Wrigley campaign will have the most impact 
on preparing children. This makes the NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan the clear choice for a 
family disaster template. The NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan template includes a chart detailing 
the latest updates to the plan, comprehensive family information including pets and disabilities, 
multiple contacts, procedures, medication list, doctor information, home layout, utility control 
information, a disaster kit checklist, and other sources of information. The NCDHHS family 
disaster plan template directly meets the need of preparing community individuals for disasters. 
Its adaptability is key because a family disaster plan needs to be developed for the family it 
serves and needs to be practiced by family members. The Ready Wrigley campaign is an already 
developed program aimed at helping parents prepare their children for emergencies. This is 
important because families need to adapt a plan specific to their needs, resources, and household 
members. A family disaster plan needs to be updated and practiced routinely. Doing so keeps 
families prepared no matter the changes in their lives. Community public health officials will be 
able to create an effective family disaster preparedness initiative by using the FEMA Planning 
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Guide as a teaching platform, the NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan as a template, and the Ready 
Wrigley campaign to help prepare children during the Preparedness Month of September.   
Implications for Leaders 
 Local public health leaders, who lead the charge in promoting and protecting health, are 
at the forefront of major public health coordination efforts (CDC, 2018a). They need to 
continuously improve their community’s health and take responsibility to make sure their 
community members are prepared at an individual level for disasters. Doing so also allows 
community members to feel confident in the public health leaders who they would rely on in the 
face of disaster.  
A stronger relationship is called for between the leaders and the community members 
they serve because community members will rely on this relationship and trust when they are 
faced with a disaster and possibly scared. Not only will this developed relationship be incredibly 
useful for public health leaders when supporting the communities’ disaster response system, an 
additional benefit of this relationship is a more involved community. A more involved 
community will help public health leaders have a better understanding of their community public 
health needs, which in turn helps them better serve their communities and address areas of public 
health needing attention.  
Conclusions 
Public health preparedness plays a vital role in governments’, communities’, and 
individuals’ ability to respond to disasters. Public health preparedness, much like public health 
leadership, requires continual improvement and engaged participants at all levels (CDC, 2018a). 
Disasters know no geographic limits and can leave devastating effects in their wake, in terms of 
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both financial effects and casualty and injury rates. Currently, there is an unmet need of 
preparedness at the individual level. Due to this, individuals rely heavily on their communities’ 
and governments’ preparedness and disaster responses.  
Public health leaders play a critical role in protecting the health of the community they 
serve. Addressing the lack of family disaster planning will help public health leaders develop 
trust and a strong relationship with the community they serve and result in a more involved 
community. A family disaster plan helps families think about what disaster could happen in their 
area and what they would do if a disaster occurs. This paper analyzed multiple plans and 
initiatives against the recommended CDC domains to identify essential components needed to 
increase awareness and engagement with family disaster planning activities. The limitations of 
this analysis are that only two of the seven plans or initiatives included any reference to practical 
skills, one of the five CDC recommended domains. More research is needed to identify 
appropriate practical skills to include with a family disaster planning initiative. Community 
public health officials need to further explore this domain before creating an effective family 
disaster preparedness initiative and foster individual resiliency for September using the FEMA 
Planning Guide as a teaching platform, the NCDHHS Family Disaster Plan as a template, and the 
Ready Wrigley as a campaign for children.   
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